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“Be strong now! You can do it. You’re made of good stuff. Be strong.”
 
Many of us have likely heard those remarks, or words similar to these, uttered by parents, grandparents and other advice-giving adults. There are times, they tell us, when it’s necessary to be strong.
 
Many of us are now in the process of making transitions. Some of us are headed into a new job, a new schedule. Some are headed into the first days of school, perhaps to a new school or college. We’re excited, but inside we may also be anxious. We’ve got doubts, and our internal questions keep coming: Can I do this? Can I get all the word done? Can I keep up with all the intelligent people in this class? Can I make friends here? Will I have any fun? Will I have any influence here? I’m uncertain and a bit scared. But---it’s time to go! And where do I get the resources to make it through this first day, the first week, the first month?” And in the background of all these internal questions, we may hear a voice saying, “Be strong now. You can do it.” 
 
But there are also times when life is overwhelming. “The world is too much with us.” There are times when we seem to be facing too much transition, too many crises, too many decisions, too much grief to bear. How can I “be strong” when I feel like I’m drowning in stress and sadness? How can I be strong when I seem to be losing my way?
 
Barbara Brown Taylor tells the story about a woman whose life was coming apart at the seams. One of her friends told her about a silent retreat at a nearby convent, and she decided to give it a try. She had never done anything like that before. Once she arrived, she got her room assignment and was standing in the dormitory elevator with her suitcase in hand when a short, plump nun stepped inside the elevator with her. The woman pressed the button for the fourth floor. The nun pressed the button for the third floor. 
As the elevator lifted, the nun turned to her and said, “What brings you to us, my dear?” In her desperate state, the woman spilled her guts--fast. “My mother has just died, I think my father may be an alcoholic, my marriage is falling apart, and I feel like I am going crazy.”
 
Before she could say any more, the elevator went “ding” and the doors opened. The nun gave the woman a funny little smile, and she said, “God must love you very much.” Then she disappeared as the elevator doors closed.
 
The nun’s statement is rather puzzling. “God must love you very much.” We don’t usually think of a string of catastrophes as a sign of God’s love, but somehow the nun was making a connection. We’re not sure what she meant, but we’re left to ponder her statement. In your crisis, “God must love you very much.” (from Barbara Brown Taylor, “Perfect in Weakness,” in Home By Another Way)
 
Somebody once said to me, “God doesn’t give us what we need before we need it. But God gives us the strength we need at the time we need it.” That’s good theology and a solid statement of faith.
 
By our own wits and cleverness, we probably don’t have the strength we need for all the challenges we face—getting through school, doing a good job at work, being a competent professional, a good parent, and dealing with crises and grief. In my own internal dialogues, I’ve sometimes said to myself, “If they only knew how nervous I get up here each Sunday, they’d probably send in a new minister tomorrow.”
 
I think we’re all a mixture of strong and week, confidence and doubt, courage and fear. But with God’s help, we push on through the resistance in us. In my former church in Atlanta, I once asked a member of the congregation to offer the prayer on Sunday morning. In her prayer she uttered a memorable line: “God, help us to have courage; and when we don’t have it, help us to fake it!”
 
We all chuckled, but then I thought: What a wonderful prayer! We pray that we can act courageously, even when we don’t feel courageous. We pray to act with courage until we start being courageous.
 
Likewise, we could pray, “God, help us to be strong; and when we don’t feel strong, help us to fake it.” At first, faking it may sound like dishonesty or deceit. But let’s think some more.
 
We grow into being the person God is calling us to be. None of us has arrived. We are all in process. We don’t have the strength and confidence we want, but we keep pressing toward the mark, pressing toward being the person God is calling us to be.
 
This is the nature of faith. Faith is daring. Faith is risk-taking. Faith invites us to move into the future, even when we’re unsure, even when we’ve got dry mouth and clammy hands—or standing in front of people with a case of nervousness! Faith invites us to put on garments of confidence, even when our regular clothes seem rather tattered and frumpy. 
 
Sometimes the outfit we wear may help us have confidence. When I was in college a hundred years ago, everybody went to class in casual dress. But when exam week came, we dressed up. The guys wore coats and ties, and the women wore dressy clothes. That custom was based on the assumption that the clothes somehow gave us more confidence, made us feel better about ourselves. I don’t think the dressy clothes helped us make higher grades on the exams, but it was a somewhat superstitious effort in that direction.
 
It seems that Paul is suggesting a similar strategy when he gives us this wild metaphor of putting on the whole armor of God. The outfit Paul suggests did not come from Dillard’s, Hecht’s or Belk’s. In fact, it seems to me to be a clumsy outfit that looks a bit ridiculous: a helmet of salvation, a breastplate of righteousness, a shield of faith, and sword of the Spirit. Now if we dressed up in this outfit, we’d look a bit like the tin man in Wizard of Oz, or one of the Knights of the Round Table from the Middle Ages.
 
But sometimes imagination brings us closer to faith. Paul is using this imaginative outfit to describe faith. He says, “Be strong in the Lord and in the strength of God’s power.” 
 
Then he says, “Put on the whole armor of God.” We are to put on strength the same way we put on a jacket or a coat of armor. The idea is that when we put on this outfit, we will begin to act as a strong person. We act our way into being strong.
 
But notice that it’s not our own human strength. It’s God’s strength. The fancy outfit represents God’s strength. “Be strong in the Lord.” God gives us strength the way an actor summons the strength of the character she or he portrays. We don’t think our way into being strong; we act our way into being strong. We practice the part of being strong until eventually we realize that we are being strong.
 
It’s the same idea that I once heard expressed by a first-time parent who had an infant. They first said, “When the baby was born, I didn’t feel instant love; but after I’d changed the thousandth diaper, I found myself in madly love with the little rascal.” We practice being loving and acting in loving ways, and eventually we find that we are being loving!
 
This, I think, is part of what my friend meant when she said, “God gives us the strength we need at the time we need it.” God sends us the strength to do what we need to do at the time we need it. Many of us can look back on some crisis and say, “I don’t see how I got through that time.” But God sent the strength. Somehow strength showed up in the presence of a friend or church member. Or maybe we borrowed strength from someone else. 
Gradually, we found strength flowing into us. But it also may have happened because we had practiced, with God’s help, being strong.
 
When Paul talks about putting on the whole armor of God, he is talking about more than my own personal attitude. He’s talking about a way of being in the world, where there are principalities and powers, destructive forces that bring pain and suffering. In Paul’s day, people believed that life was a kind of warfare, a giant struggle with the forces of good and evil. Those same forces are at work today. We are seeing violence all around us—gun deaths at epidemic level in our city and barbaric executions still being planned by our state. We are seeing violence around the world, with our own country inflicting much of that violence through a war machine that is unleashed, as in Iraq, in a devastating and unnecessary war. “Our struggle,” Paul says, is against “powers, forces of evil.” Walter Wink calls it “the domination system.” We are up against “principalities and powers.”
 
Meanwhile our faith calls every church to be a peace church. Our faith calls us to put on the garments of non-violence. Our faith calls us not to use devastating missiles and guns, but to pray, “Lord make us instruments of your peace.” Help us to put on the garments of peace, the breastplate of forgiveness, the shield of love, the helmet of understanding. If we can wear the garments of God’s peace and love, then we will learn to be strong “in the Lord.” We can act strong because of God’s strength.
 
We can act with love and forgiveness, as Jesus did, because we have seen him model this behavior. We have seen him moving into places of crisis and suffering, but he never returned evil for evil. He never returned violence for violence. He taught us to be steadfast and strong – with God’s strength, God’s love.
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